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The Reward in Fasting (Matthew 6:16-18) 
 
Why would we fast? What value is there in it? 

• It seems crazy—to deny yourself food (won't we die if we don't eat!?) American value: Don't be hungry 
• It seems to be an almost universal axiom that there is some value in refraining from eating food for a 

while (Muslims, Buddhists, Judaism, Health… all believe there is some benefit) (Jesus says “reward”) 
• So, what does the Bible say? 
• Hint: Jesus assumes that we would fast (When you fast… not if you fast) 

o Appears to be an expected, normative biblical experience (who fasted?) 
o Jesus 
o John the Baptist 
o Anna (prophetess) 
o Paul 
o The Apostles 
o First Elders 

o All Israel 
o Moses 
o David 
o Elijah 
o King Jehoshaphat 
o Esther 

o Nehemiah 
o Ezra 
o Daniel 
o = a whose who  

 
Why? There must be some real benefit or efficacy  

• Sometimes God called His people to fast on a specific occasion (Day of Atonement)  
• More often, God’s people fasted voluntarily in response to some situation, circumstance or need 

 
During abnormal, overwhelming or threatening situations where God’s people desperately needed God’s help  

• 2 Chronicles 20:1-4a, NASB; 2 Chronicles 20:12, NASB; Cf. Esther 4:16 
• Fasting was the resource they turned to when there was no other hope     (your life?) 

 
Where spiritual strength, power or effectiveness is needed for victory or breakthrough 

• Especially when confronting evil or opposition 
• Story of Judges 20; Matthew 17:21, NASB; Isaiah 58:6, NASB  (your life?) 

 
When God’s people had gone far from Him and needed to return  

• Joel 2:12-13, NLT; 1 Samuel 7:3 & 6, NASB 
• Cf. Ezra 10:6 and unfaithful marriages; Nehemiah 1:3-4, NASB and exile and brokenness  (restoration) 

 
As an accompaniment to prayer that increases its effectiveness 

• Ezra 8:21,23,31, NASB 
• Makes our voice heard and allows us to better hear from God (Cf. Elijah in 1 Kings 19)  (you?) 

 
Efficacy = the ability produce the desired or intended result 

• It seems fasting was efficacious when nothing else was 
 
There is deep mystery here 

• Scripture gives us the facts about fasting, but does not explain them (the what, not the why) 
• Why does it help with victory and deliverance; evil pushed back; increased effectiveness in prayer??? 

o It does not work like a hunger strike that forces God to act 
o But Jesus did say, “your Father who sees you in secret will repay you”  

 
A reason why fasting seemed to make the difference in these times was because it has a humbling effect on us 

• Hunger and physical weakness remind us that we are not really strong in and of ourselves and that we 
need the Lord  

o Psalm 109:21-24, 26, NASB 
! Psalm 35:13 = I humbled my soul with fasting  (humbling effect in going without) 
! Somewhat strangely, an abundance of food is connected with pride/sin in Scripture 

• Deuteronomy 8:2-3 and 11-14, NASB  
• Cf. Ezekiel 16:49 = Sodom had arrogance and abundant food and careless ease 
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A biblical understanding of fasting is that it produces and accompanies humility before God 
• Ezra 8:21a, NASB 
• An increased attentiveness to our need and God’s supply 

 
Humility invites the grace of God to work in our lives 

• Isaiah 57:15, NASB and James 4:6-8, NLT  
• Grace is what is needed in times of trouble (Hebrews 4:16, NASB) 

 
This (humility before God) is where the hypocrites that Jesus referred to missed it 

• They saw fasting as an opportunity to go high (look good in front of others) 
• But it is in fact an opportunity to go low (humble ourselves before God) 

o Our natural sinful impulse is to go high (social media content; when I fast) 
o God is calling us to something not natural, but supernatural—and their in lies the power 
o Both mysteriously and practically (in intentionally seeking the Lord in abnormal weakness) 

 
The power in fasting is also largely a matter of resourcing (the flesh versus the spirit) 

• Galatians 5:16-17, NLT 
• We generally attend to the flesh in every way (innocuous body and sinful nature) 
• We seldom feed our spirits (the part of us that is indwelt by and alive to the HS) as we ought to 

o So, when there is a battle, guess who wins?  
o Who has been nurtured and nourished? 

 
There is a real power in denying self (it affects all areas of our lives) 

• Sometimes our flesh is just out of control (it knows it gets what it wants) (it needs to learn “no”) 
• When you gain self-control and discipline in the area of food through fasting, you will find the same 

results in other areas of your life (lust of the eyes, lust of the flesh, boastful pride of life) 
o Connection between unrestrained eating and sexual immorality: Jeremiah 5:7-8, NASB  

• The Scriptures call us to live disciplined lives 
o 1 Corinthians 9:24-27, HCSB 

! Fasting is a way we learn to discipline ourselves and keep our flesh under control 
 
Fasting opens up an avenue for spiritual examination and reorientation 

• Food is such a basic need that when we deny ourselves of it our equilibrium is upset and we become 
open to a different way of being and a different sustenance (bread)  

 
I find when I fast that I experience a: 

• Greater spiritual awareness and sensitivity (both of darkness and light) 
• Increased readiness for God 
• Renewed spiritual and moral strength 
• Significant sensitivity to my sin and sinfulness 
• Better ability to hear from God (1 Kings 19) 
• Strength for new callings or difficult endeavors (Cf. Paul and Barnabas and elders) 

 
Practical help 

• Why fast? (greatest need before God?) (evil, fear, struggle, stronghold, danger, strength, clarity, calling) 
• Ask God 
• Start small 
• Getting over the hump (learn reliance) 
• Intentionality and time in seeking 
• Expectancy: Jesus did say, “your Father who sees you in secret will repay you”  
• Where do you feel defeated and hopeless… have you fasted?  

o You still have great resource in seeking God 
o I challenge you to do so 
o 1 day this week with specific purpose 

 
Jesus said “I am the bread of life” (John 6:48) 


